Case Management Update appears as part of Clinical Rounds in the Journal. The panel approach provides a forum for sharing ideas, viewpoints, and perspectives. Panel members come with expertise from a variety ofcase management arenas and have agreed to share their opinions and perspectives in response to specific questions or scenarios. Opinions and perspectives are those of the panel members and do not necessarily represent the views of the AAOHN, the Editor, or the Publisher. We encourage readers to submit their questions or scenarios for the panel. This month's panel members include Norman Brown and Robin Tourigian.
W hether to seek an independent medical evaluation requires a judgment call by the case manager. Many factors surround a work-related incident, and opportunities exist for confusion to develop among all involved individuals throughout the course of reaching a resolution. Establishing the exact nature and severity of a work-related illness or injury can be daunting. Often, injury circumstances can be discerned, a treatment plan followed, a predictable course of healing ensues, and the employee returns to work without complication. Occasionally, the nature of an injury or illness is less clear with time and the recuperative period becomes protracted. When this occurs, an independent medical evaluation can be a useful tool to clarify a diagnosis as a work-related issue, optimize the employee's healing, and ensure efficient use of health care benefits associated with workers' compensation. Seldom is there only one reason to perform an independent medical evaluation.
Generally, seeking an independent medical evaluation is justified when the case manager senses a deviation from a reasoned course of recovery. Questions arise concerning confirmation of an initial diagnosis, establishment of a clear causal relationship between the incident and the employee's symptoms and diagnosis, confirmation that the treatment plan is appropriate, and evidence that progress is being. In addition to these questions, a plethora of human resource issues may contribute to the health behaviors of an employee. Other circumstances may support the decision to seek an independent medical evaluation: • The injury occurs prior to or just after a reduction in work force, a base closure, job termination, or completion of seasonal or temporary employment. • The claimant reports an injury immediately following disciplinary action, notice of a performance improvement plan, demotion, or being passed over for promotion. • The claimant fails to report the injury in a timely manner. • The claimant's version of the incident has inconsistencies or is not credible.
• No witnesses to the incident exist, or a witness's version of the incident conflicts with that of either the claimant or another witness. • The claimant's coworkers express the opinion that the injury is not legitimate.
• The incident or the type of injury is unusual for the claimant's line of work.
• Facts regarding the incident are related differently in various reports and statements and in the employer's first report of injury. • The claimant cannot be reached at home during working hours, or a message taker is vague and noncommittal. The claimant is otherwise unavailable and elusive. • The claimant refuses diagnostic procedures to confirm injury or refuses to attend a scheduled examination.
• Claimants change their version of the incident after leaming of inconsistencies, or misrepresentation or fabrication occurs by any party. Selecting an examiner to conduct an independent medical evaluation can be difficult. Workers' compensation underwriters, including the Department of Labor, have a process for requesting an independent medical evaluation and assigning a contracted examiner for the evaluation. Ideally, the examiner will have no formal affiliation with the employee's primary specialist or provider. I know of cases in which an employee was sent to another town to ensure anonymity. The independent medical evaluation process can be time consuming. Attention must be paid to tracking the employee's notification for an examination, obtaining the independent medical evaluation findings, and taking comprehensive action based on those findings. An independent medical evaluation can help refocus everyone 102 involved, ensure correct benefits and resource allocation, promote healing, and improve productivity. • Answering questions about the duration of an illness or injury. • Assessing fitness for duty or ability to return to work. • Clarifying complex cases (Knoblauch & Strasser, 2002; Mullahy, 1998) .
Red flag situations and healthrelated conditions are part of the world of case management. The independent medical evaluation can be used to clarify these situations. For example, if a worker reports a back injury each year and is on light duty or unable to work for 3 to 6 months, it needs to be determined whether the worker is fit to do the job he or she is being asked to do. Another example is a worker who claims that an illness or injury is caused by work but the mechanism of illness or injury is not evident. An independent medical evaluation can be valuable in determining whether there is such a relationship. Examples of diagnoses for which such a relationship may not be clear include asthma, stress, carpal tunnel syndrome, and back injury. Sometimes an illness or injury falls outside the expected recovery or return-to-work time. For example, an employee who is not at work because of depression may have an expected recovery time of 1 to 2 months. If the employee's health care provider indicates that he or she will be out for 6 months, an independent medical evaluation could be helpful.
In addition to the independent medical evaluation, case managers can also obtain second opinions. Often, the second opinion is used in the same way and for the same reasons as an independent medical evaluation. The difference between the second opinion and the independent medical evaluation is related to the treatment of the individual. Most independent medical evaluation examiners do not treat the individuals they evaluate because this could be considered a conflict of interest. Second-opinion providers, on the other hand, can offer treatment.
Selection of an examiner for an independent medical evaluation can be a challenge. Often, a company or insurance carrier will have a list of independent medical evaluation examiners it has used in the past. Occupational health nurses can be a wealth of knowledge and experience regarding independent examiners in their areas. It is essential to review the examiner's credentials, experience, background, and expertise
Sample Letter to the Independent Medical Evaluation Examiner
Date Independent medical evaluation examiner: name, address, phone number, and fax number Re: Independent medical evaluation for (name of employee, birth date, and purpose) Dear Dr. (name of examiner),
We have scheduled (name of employee) to see you for an independent medical evaluation (purpose; i.e., fitness for duty or return to work or work relationship) on (date, time, and place).
(Name of employee) has been notified verbally and in writing of thisappointment.
(Name of employee) is a (job title) in the (name of the department) at (name of company).
We are requesting that you review the records and examine (name of employee) to determine (what you want from the independent medical evaluation; i.e., whether the worker is able to return to work as a [job title], fitness for duty, or ability to dothis work).
General information: Employee's name, age, birth date, address, phone number, social history, other jobs, hobbies, and activities. (For example, [name of employee] is a 50-year-old white male with a birth date of _ _ and address and phone number of _ _. He is married with 3 children and is in a bowling league 3 nights a week, is a catcher in a local baseball league, or has a construction contracting business when off the job).
Description of injury: If applicable
Work history: Information related to past and present work injuries or illnesses Past medical history: Related and unrelated to the independent medical evaluation Medications:
Allergies:
Brief description of recent examination and treatments: Optional; depends on the records being sent; sometimes a brief summary is helpful Information and reports enclosed: i.e., tests, medical records, physical therapy reports, restriction or limitation check sheet, job description, jobanalyses, video of job, video of surveillance, and other relevant information Please faxa copy of the report to me at __ and send original report and bills bymail to __.
Please send bills and reports to: Insurance carrier, if involved Please contact me afterseeing (name of employee) and priorto writing your report at (phone number).
Thank you.
Sincerely, Name, title, address, phone number, and fax number in the required field. The examiner should be interviewed and samples of his or her reports reviewed. Discussions with the examiner's references and with others who have used independent medical evaluations can provide a sense of the quality of this service. The cost of an independent medical evaluation can vary depending on the specialty and the time needed to provide the service. In my experience, the cost has ranged from $500 to $3,000. MARCH 2006, VOL. 54, NO.3 To ensure a quality independent medical evaluation, effective communication is essential. Communication with the independent medical evaluation examiner, second-opinion provider, employee, and supervisor or company is an important part of the success of this case management strategy. The employee will need to know the following information: • The name of the independent medical evaluation examiner.
• The date, time, and location of, phone number for, and directions to the evaluation. • The role of the independent medical evaluation examiner. • The reason for the independent medical evaluation.
• The expected duration of the evaluation.
• What, if any, materials he or she will need to bring to the evaluation.
• Who else will be present at the evaluation.
• Providing information in writing and checking whether it was received (Sidebar on previous page).
An independent medical evaluation examiner does not always provide what is expected. For example, it may seem that an employee can return to work, but the independent medical evaluation examiner may not agree. Preparation is the key to getting the most out of the independent medical evaluation and providing the employee with a safe working environment and the best care for early recovery.
QUESTIONS ABOUT CASE MANAGEMENT ISSUES?
• Any transportation issues.
Sometimes an employee will want to bring an advocate to the evaluation. Some companies have policies about advocates. In some instances, the case manager will be present during the evaluation. It is helpful to review this information with the employee both verbally and in writing prior to the independent medical evaluation. Calling the employee before and after the evaluation will reinforce information and increase understanding of the employee's experience.
It is essential to be clear with the independent medical evaluation examiner regarding the following areas: • The type of information being requested.
• Questions that need to be answered.
• The type of report that is expected.
• When the written report can be expected. • All medical records, tests, surveillance or job videos, job description, and job analyses. • Discussion before and after the evaluation. Please limit the questions/scenarios to 500 words.
' To be included in the listing, the activity mu st be approved 60 days prior to the date of the activity.
